Exploring Parental Perceptions and Preferences About Play: A Case Study in Erzurum  by Babuc, Zeynep Tekin
 Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  197 ( 2015 )  2417 – 2424 
Available online at www.sciencedirect.com
ScienceDirect
1877-0428 © 2015 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license 
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).
Peer-review under responsibility of Academic World Education and Research Center.
doi: 10.1016/j.sbspro.2015.07.304 
7th World Conference on Educational Sciences, (WCES-2015), 05-07 February 2015, Novotel 
Athens Convention Center, Athens, Greece 
Exploring Parental Perceptions and Preferences About Play:  
A Case Study in Erzurum 
Zeynep Tekin Babuca* 
                aAtatürk University, Erzurum, Turkey 
Abstract 
The main aim of this study is to determine preschool parents’ thoughts, feelings and concerns about play. Our sample was 
composed of 21 preschool parents living  in Erzurum province of Turkey who have children between 1 and 5 years old. 
Qualitative research methods were used in the study. Research data were gathered in face to face interviews by using a semi-
structured interview scale developed by researchers. We used intensive parenting literature to discuss main themes of interviews. 
The values of intensive parenting such as child centredness, increased parental anxiety and feelings of inadequacy are found out 
to show itself  in our participants’ responses regarding play. 
© 2015 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
Peer-review under responsibility of Academic World Education and Research Center. 
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1. Introduction 
Play has a vital role in physical, emotional and social development of all children. Children have an unrestrained 
view of play and they are seeing opportunities to play almost anywhere and with almost anyone (Glenn, Knight, 
Holt & Spence, 2013). In psychology and child development literature, play is usually defined as a range of 
voluntary, intrinsically motivated activities normally associated with recreational pleasure and enjoyment (Garvey, 
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contribution to children’s development, particularly in the early years (Howard, Bellin & Reese, 2002, p.3). Play is 
especially important for preschool children in terms of exploring and understanding their environment, expressing 
various kinds of emotions, acquiring skills including problem-solving and learning how to collaborate and cooperate 
with others.  
Parents are the first socializing adults and it is one of the common basis of child development and education that 
parents’ participation to play have significant benefits for child-parent relationship and for developmental aspects 
(Singh and Gupta, 2012, p.236). In the study of Erbay and Saltalı (2012) on preschool mothers, it is found out that 
mothers have almost adequate level of information about play. Mothers in their study regard game as a means of 
amusement and happiness, supporting development, passing leisure time and recreation, a way of relaxation, self-
expression and reflection of imagination, education and as the most important job of children (Erbay and Saltalı, 
2012). Although play is always a universal part of children's and parents' lives, some cultural differences are found 
out to effect play perceptions of parents. The Euro-American parents were found to believe that play is an important 
vehicle for early development, while the Asian parents saw little developmental value in it (Parmar, Harkness and 
Super, 2004). 
In recent years, there is an increased interest in the phenomenon of intensive parenting which is defined as a 
highly demanding, child-centred approach to childrearing, which is both a time- and emotionally-intensive 
enterprise (Shirani, Henwood and Coltart, 2012,p.26). Intensive parenting is a term derived from the studies of Hays 
(1996) on intensive mothering expectations, in which Hays describes it as a model of mothering that advises 
mothers to expend a tremendous amount of time, energy and money in raising their children. According to Hays, 
“such an approach means that parents are ‘expected to acquire detailed knowledge of what the experts consider 
proper child development and then spend a good deal of time and money attempting to foster it” (Hays, 1996:8).  
Although the studies according to intensive parenting expectations focused on mothers rather than fathers (Walls, 
Helms and Gryzwacz, 2014, May, 2008, Manoogian, Jurich, Sano and Ko, 2013), with increased father involvement 
in childcare, the term “intensive parenting” seems to be much more commonly used and studies extended to  include 
fathers more frequently.  
This new parenting culture is different from the past understanding of being a parent. People have now more 
concerns prior to parenting and young people’s views of parenting are also changing (White, 2003, p.149). Parenting 
is a much more demanding activity than it used to be in the past (Faircloth and Murray, 2014,p.2). This new 
parenting culture now includes a lot of new activities that were not seen as an obligatory part of parenting before. 
How parents feed their children, how they play with them and how they discipline them became important questions 
as a part of this new parenting style and expectations from parents increased as a matter of this change in parenting 
(Faircloth and Murray, p.3). Therefore parenting becomes a more risky and anxiety causing activity. Intensive 
parenting expectations can result in a pressure and feeling of guilt on parents. Studies shows that parental time 
pressure is significantly associated with depression among fathers and mothers (Roxburgh, 2012) and factors such as 
being a single parent causes increased anxiety because intensive mothering expectations places enormous 
responsibility on mothers and mothers experience increased judgement for the way their children turn out (Layne, 
2014).    
As  it is argued in the literature, child-centredness is a common feature of all activities in this new parenting style 
(Vincent, 2010, p.110). Nowadays quality time spent with children started to be a shared term between parents to 
define their child-centered time they spent  with their children. Play is a common indicator for parents to describe 
this qualified parent-child time. However, there has been little research that explores how intensive parenting  
approach effects parents’ thoughts and expectations about play.  This study is different from other qualitative studies 
in the literature in these respects and thus it is of great significance. This study in which data is obtained from 
preschool parents via interviews is an attempt to reveal parents’ thoughts, expectations and concerns about playing 
with their children. We used intensive parenting literature to evaluate and discuss main themes of these interviews.  
2. Method 
This study was carried out on 21 parents who live in central districts of Erzurum province and have pre-school 
children aged between 1 and 5.  Sample of the study is chosen by using snowball sampling procedure, which is a 
method of expanding the sample by asking one informant or participant to recommend others for interviewing 
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(Crabtree and Miller, 1992).  11 of 21 participants were fathers and 10 of them were mothers. All participants were 
married and working in full time governmental jobs.  Parents were included in the study upon their own consent. 
Mean age of parents was 31,4.  According to  existing studies which have drawn links between intensive parenting 
and  middle class (Vincent, 2010; Allen and Osgood, 2009),  intensive parenting is commonly  considered as a 
middle class issue. So in our study, to be able to reach common opinions reflecting intensive parenting expectations, 
we tried to choose a homogenious participant group in terms of their socio-economic status. All participants are 
working as government officers and have similar earnings and work hours.  Statistical results obtained from parent 
interview form and quotations of parents’ opinions are given in the results section. In this case, information about 
parents was kept confidential and each parent was coded separately. In the study, qualitative data were obtained 
using a semi-structured open-ended interview form via voice recording device. In the interview form, open-ended 
questions were asked to determine the play routines of parents at home and outside home, how parents feel while 
playing with their children and what are their thoughts, expectations and concerns about play.    
We identified a phenomenological methodology as the best means for this type of study. The data in our study is 
contained within the perspectives of people that are involved in the study and the intention of this research was to 
gather data regarding their perspective about the phenomenon of intensive parenting and its reflection on their play 
perceptions.  We conducted semi-structured in-depth phenomenological interviews with participants and our 
questions were directed to the participants’ experiences, feelings and concerns about play.  In phenomenological 
approach, “the intent is to understand the phenomena in their own terms; to provide a description of human 
experience as it is experienced by the person herself” (Bentz and Shapiro, 1998, p.96). Phenomenology involves 
“deeper understanding of lived experiences by exposing taken-for granted assumptions about these ways of 
knowing” and through close examination of individual experiences, common features, events or meanings are 
seeked by the analysis (Starks and Trinidad, 2007, p.1373) 
3. Results 
3.1. Play Patterns of Parents 
Parents were asked about how they play with their children, how often and with whom they engaged in play , 
what is their mostly used play environment and their responds are assessed under the following headings.   90% 
(n=19) of parents said they play every day with their children, only 2 respondent said they play  every other day.  
About play activities, 43% (n=9) said they engage with their children in artistic activities like painting, playing with 
play dough,   33% (n=7) use educational  toys for play, 24% (n=5) engage in children play’s without using material. 
About play mates; 81% (n=17)  of partcipants said they play together with the other parent, %19 (n=4) said they 
play with together with their siblings. About play environment,  all respondents said they play mostly  inside the 
house and %71 (n=15) use mostly living room and 29% (n=6) use child room as play environment .  The outdoor 
areas parents use as playgrounds are parks in shopping centers (81%, n=17) and parks nearby their residence (19%, 
n= 4).  
According the findings about play patterns of our participants, parents in our study see play as an important daily 
routine and most of them play with their children every day. The results show that parental engagement in play 
doesn’t differ in terms of being a mother or a father and most of parents play with their children together with their 
spouses.  Our study sample group is consist of young parents with preschool aged children and their parenting 
practices on play show similar feautures with intensive parenting culture  literature. These findings are supporting 
the idea that the new parenting is a much more demanding activity than it is used to be in the past and in this new 
culture parents urged to spend a tremendous amount of time and energy in raising their children (Faircloth and 
Murray, 2014,p.2). Also divergencies  in play activities in our study like using educational toys and creative play 
materials may be seen a reflection of this new ideology. Recent studies on new parenting culture argue that raising 
children now encompasses a growing range of activities that were not previously seen as an obligatory dimension of 
this social role (Faircloth and Murray, 2014,p.3). 
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The findings about  play environment show that parents prefer inside play, rather than outside play and they 
chose mostly parks in shopping centers for play. This can be the result of weather conditions in Erzurum province. 
Erzurum is one of the coldest cities in Turkey and in winter this is hard for parents to prefer playing in outside parks. 
3.2.Aim of Play for Parents 
About the aim of play, 57% (n=12) of parents  view play as a way of supporting child development  and as a way 
of education, % 19 (n=4) of parents regard play as a means of amusement and happiness,  14% (n=3) said play is a 
way of quality time spending with child,  10% (n=2) of them regard it as a way of relaxation.  As it can be seen from 
findings, most of participants view play as a part of child education and a way of supporting development. As we 
mentioned before, this new parenting culture impose the idea that parents have the ability to control and shape the 
lives of children (Shirani, Henwood and Coltart, 2012, p.26) and providing children  with the right kind of 
environment is imposed to be very important for infant development.  These ideas turns normal activities of 
parenting into a serious of reflexive tasks to be achieved and these parental acitivities are turned into tools that 
parents are required to do to ensure proper development of their children to have long term positive outcomes 
(Faircloth and Murray, 2014, p.6).  
We can see the reflection of these ideas in responses of our participants to the question about their thoughts on 
play and its aim. Parents in our study mostly view play as a way of supporting child development  and as a way of 
education because they see themselves very responsible for proper development of their children and for their 
children’s future success in life. Accordingly, play is seen by parents as a tool to achieve these goals.  
 “Play is important to support her development. He learns everything with play. We have to teach her useful and 
permanent things but in our conditions this is hard”    Participant D, Father, 40 
 “ I want her to learn and comprehend faster and quickly. If she learns to solve in a practical way, life will be 
easier for her in the future” Participant  B, Mother, 31 
As it is mentioned before,  raising children has become an inescapable and extraordinary responsibility and adults 
are subject to growing expectations about what ideal parenting involves (Espino, 2012, p.23). Parents in our study 
define  this increased responsibility in their words  and anxities about performing this “job” are clearly seen in their 
responses. Parents seem to persuade themselves to be a “good parent” by putting happiness and well-being of child 
to the centre. But as greater control is exercised in order to maximize children’s present well-being and future 
opportunities, worries, uncertainty and anxiety about being able to carry out this effort are also increasing; in short, 
the parental role becomes more important in an institutional context in which demands on parents are increasing 
(Espino, 2012, p.23) 
“I am a little bit interfering mother, she shall be the best, she shall take the best education, we must spend good 
time with her, everyday we shall play at regular hours, everyday she shall learn something. I feel anxious whether 
we spend enough quality time with her, or not” Participant A, Mother, 29 
“I am trying to make her happy. I am trying to spend quality time with her. Play is centered to her. We are 
focusing the ones she enjoys. I am happy when she is happy. Her being happy clears my conscience.“ Participant G, 
Mother, 26 
 
3.3.Parents’ Feelings and Concerns About Play 
 
According to our findings, %76 (n=16) of participants said they are happy while playing with their children, % 
14 (n=3) said they have feelings of tiredness while playing and % 10 (n=2)   said they feel relexation and get rid of 
stress with play. 
When parents concerns were asked while playing with their children, it was revealed that 67% (n=14) of them 
said they think they don’t spend adequate time for playing with their children, % 14 (n=3)  said they don’t have 
adequate knowledge and educational background to play in an effective way with their children, % 10 (n=2) said 
they have worries about high risk of accidents because of being vigorous and careless,  10% (n=2) said they have no  
concerns regarding play.  
Overall conclusion that can be drawn from these findings is that parents’ concerns mostly focuses on themselves 
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and they see themselves as inadequate play partners in terms of time lack and knowledge. These findings are 
consistent with intensive parenting ideology in which parents are seen as inadequate risk-managers and are 
encouraged to rely on expert guidance (Shirani, Henwood and Coltart, 2012, p.26).  It is also mentioned in previous 
studies that parents experience depressive feelings according to time pressure (Roxburgh, 2012) and lack of parental 
confidence and they are seen as ultimately responsible for but incapable of ensuring their child’s optimal 
develoment (Shirani, Henwood and Coltart, 2012, p.26).  
We can see parents’ anxities and feelings of inadequacy in responses of our participants to the question about 
their concerns regarding play. Mothers’ feelings of time pressure and guilt due to  being a working mother were 
frequent in responses (52%, n= 11). 14% ( n= 3) of fathers in our sample group mentioned about time inadequacy 
regarding play. This gender difference can be a result of the meanings mothers ascribe to their work and family 
roles. Although employment is generally seen to be protectve for well-being of women, mothers’ beliefs and 
attitudes about their work and family roles must be considered as important factors effecting parental perceptions 
(Walls, Helms and Grzywacz, 2014, p.2).   
“ I am a mother trying to be sufficient for her child. I have guilt since I started to work again, I am thinking if I 
should  take longer maternity leave. She could spent more time with me. Now we have only 3 or 4 hours together at 
nights.. The quality time we spend with her is just one hour….” Participant E, Mother, 31 
“ I can’t say I spend enough time with her. I sometimes say «why I am working?» But I have to work to make a 
good future for her. I am trying to manage a balance. Maybe I am doing too  much self-sacrifice.” Participant G, 
Mother, 26 
“I prefer to have more regular work hours and spend much time with her. Because I am coming home tired 
because of stress and long working hours. This effects play time and it’s quality.” Participant O, Father, 29 
This new parenting culture is expected to be  expert-guided and good parenting is now non-contextual and non-
experiential (Knaak, 2010, p.352). Within intensive parenting culture, parents are seen as inadequate risk-managers 
and are encouraged to rely on expert guidance (Shirani, Henwood and Coltart, 2012, p.26). In our study, parents’ 
responses about their concerns seem to reflect their anxieties about being knowledgable or educated enough to be a 
good play partner for their children. They expect their contribution to play to be more effective and they see it as a 
parental task with a set of educational and informational requirements.  
“I am not sufficient, I can’t play with him enough because of work, I can be more informative and instructive 
during play”.  Participant Father, 40 
“I don’t feel that I am sufficient. I am trying to do my best but the  child wants more care. We are not helpful 
enough. Maybe I took a better education in better conditions, I could be helpful in cultural and moral aspects.“ 
Participant Father,33  
4. Discussion 
New changes in parenting culture shows us that good parenting is nowadays consists of much more activities 
than nurturing children.  Today it is associated with monitoring children to decrease risks around them, controlling 
their activities and development with devoting extreme energy, time and money for this purpose (Faircloth and 
Murray, 2014, p.7). Parenting is now seen as a duty which has to be planned before child comes to world and ideal 
parenting is considered to be supported by expert guidance. Parenting is reduced to a technical activity to govern or 
control problems, independently of the context (Geinger, Vandenbroeck and Roets, 2014, p.494). This new 
parenting ideology is shaped  by lots of courses on parental education and planning, by marketing sector of 
educational toys, by social media and various blogs on parenting,  all of them contribute to a cultural understanding 
that parents have a duty and ability to control and shape the lives of their children (Faircloth and Murray, 2014, p.7). 
Parents devote their time to actively enriching the child, they are searching for the newest child rearing knowledge, 
consistently monitor the child’s progress and utilize a broad array of technological devices, such as the cellular 
phone and the internet, making intensive parenting a socio-technological trend (Bernstein and Trigger, 
2011,p.1221). 
One of the consequences of this new trend is parents’ feeling of guilt and anxiety when things are not going well 
as it said to be when they rely on expert guidance, learn a lot on child care and development, devote their time and 
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energy for this duty. Parents in or study sees play as  way of supporting their children’s development but this is not 
just a simple wish for them, they see it as a responsibility. One mother in our study says “she shall be the best, she 
shall take the best education, we must spend good time with her, every day we shall play at regular hours, every day 
she shall learn something”. Although they mention that they devote an important amount of time for play with their 
children every day, they still see themselves inadequate. They also believe that to be a good parent, they should be 
more educated and more knowledgable. They feel pressure and guilt of not doing their best enough because they are 
surrounded with a new parenting culture saying them there is always more they can do to be better parents. The 
feelings of uncertainty of  not having done everything that was needed to achieve “expected outcomes” is the result 
of this new trend and it comes in increasingly competitive and judgmental contexts, so parental pressure and guilt 
are almost inevitable results (Faircloth and Murray, 2014, p.7).  In our study, the values of “intensive” parenting and 
the feelings of anxiety due to this new way of parental thinking shows itself on thoughts, expectations and concerns 
of parents about play.  
Although parenting is taken as a gender-neutral term, discussions of intensive parenting   have predominantly 
focused on mothers, based on the assumption that they will be responsible for the majority of primary care and 
therefore have greater responsibility for ensuring their child’s adequate development (Shirani, Henwood and Coltart, 
201, p.26) According to this dominant ideal, mothers are seen as primary carers of the children and fathers are 
assumed to have a more peripheral role in child care, except in terms of economic provision (Granja, Cunha and 
Machado, 2014,p .2). These gendered prescribed behaviours are so prevalent in dominant discourses that they 
emerge as naturalized outcomes of maternal practices, thus reproducing and reinforcing the traditional gender 
division of labour in the family (Granja, Cunha and Machado, 2014, p.3).  This traditional role of women in family 
causes increased stress for women when they are also participating in work life. Because “normative conceptions of 
the ideal worker and the good mother create a cultural tension between the enactment of the motherhood role and 
the enactment of the committed worker role” (Correll, Benard and Paik, 2007, p.1306). As our results shows, 
mothers in our study feel extreme pressure about being a working mother because they see working as an obstacle to 
devote more time to their children. They feel guilt to: return their jobs early after maternal leave, they feel guilt for 
being have to work. We think that with increasing father involvement in childcare, it is important to consider the 
extent to which the demands of this new parenting ideology extend to men. There is a new emphasis as the new 
generation of fathers becomes concerned with developing closer relationships with their children and become the 
child-oriented fathers (Brannen and Nilsen,2006, p.347). Fathers are more involved in family practices, sharing 
domestic work and children’s responsibility at home and this may be due to mothers changing role from full-time 
home making to full-time employment (Ranson, 2001,p.3).  Some fathers in our study also talk about effects of long 
working hours on time they devote to their children, but maybe because of their culturally-shaped bread-earner role, 
they don’t talk about guilt to be a working parent.  But in terms of participating in play, our father and mother 
participants are devoting similar amount of time for play and they all care to spend significant amount of time with 
their children. 
According to existing studies which have drawn links between intensive parenting and middle class (Vincent, 
2010, Allen and Osgood, 2009), intensive parenting is commonly  considered as a middle class issue. Low-income 
mothers are found out to have different perceptions of good mothering especially when economic resources are 
scarce; for example when these mothers felt that that their job opportunities were not worth it for them to leave their 
children at home, they more likely decide to stay at home and  these mothers enacted motherhood in ways that were 
distinctly shaped by culture, gender, and location (Manoogian, Jurich, Sano and Ko, 2013), low-income mothers 
capacity of parenting is devalued and policy makers have an implicit assumption that “welfare” mothers are better in 
child care (Vincent, 2010 p.112). While it is mainly middle-class parents who practice intensive parenting, parents 
of working and poor classes utilize a strikingly different form of child rearing characterized as “natural growth” 
(Bernstein and Trigger, 2011,p.1269). In this child care practice the child spends a significant amount of spare time 
engaging in free play with kin; the “natural growth” practice grants children an autonomous world apart from adults 
and by the way they develop important social competencies, such as learning how to be members of informal peer 
groups, how to manage their time, and how to strategize and negotiate open conflict during play (Bernstein and 
Trigger, 2011,p.1270). Also, empirical evidence highlights that social discourses and practices, masculinities and 
social relations influenced men’s ideals about fathering (Creighton, et al.,2014). In our study, our participants are all 
government officers and have similar earnings and work hours, reflecting a sample of middle-class family in 
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Turkey. So our findings are limited to find out how and to what extend income and social class effects parenting 
practices. Therefore, possible research goals may focus on the discrepancy of values and attitudes between parents 
according to income and the effect of informal and formal support of income on parenting. 
As we have mentioned before, there has long been an expertise culture around parenting  in terms of media, 
internet, books and magazines. Intensive parenting culture, as well as the new neoliberal childhood (Burman, 2011; 
Geinger, Vandenbroeck and Roets, 2014),  is reproduced every day in a global market, with a range of visual, 
online, and interactive media, both reflecting and cementing this inflation of this new parenting role in a range of 
contexts worldwide (Faircloth and Murray, 2014, p.5). Society expects the dominant contemporary parent to be 
cultivating, knowledgeable, and monitoring in order to be considered a good and enough parent and demands of this 
new parental role are easily satisfied by offerings of the market. We think that the further questions to be asked 
about how intensive parenting culture is produced in the market, in social relations and in media and how it is  
internalized by parents are important research subjects to understand the mechanisms of this new parenting culture.  
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